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      Wind swept through the narrow canyon with a howl like a banshee, a sound made only more terrifying by the moonless, night sky overhead. There were a few stars twinkling faintly, but otherwise not a speck of light to be had. Well, except for Sal’s lantern.

      The small lamp cast an orange glow on the canyon walls, walls that stood so close together he could barely stretch his arms out to the sides. Night in the desert was cold, and that relentless wind only worsened matters.

      Sal scrambled over the rocky ground, panting with exhaustion. The lantern swung like a pendulum on its metal ring, the flames dancing and nearly winking out more than once. He tripped on a rock.

      Falling onto his knees deliberately, Sal held hard to the lantern. He managed to keep his grip on it, though the hot glass smacked against his cheek and burned him.

      Wincing, he hissed air through his teeth and then shook his head. “Keep going,” he whispered to himself. “Get up!”

      And then he was on his feet again.

      He ran as if Death itself chased him. His actual pursuer was much, much worse. He jumped over a rock, landing in a crouch, then forced himself to rise again and darted through the canyon like a madman.

      A shadow leaped across the canyon above him.

      Craning his neck when he noticed the flicker of motion, Sal squinted at it. “No,” he breathed. “No, she can’t be this close.”

      The ground beneath his feet had a slight upward tilt. Rocks crunched under his shoes as he sprinted up the tiny hill. He had to reach the end of the canyon before his pursuer caught up to him. Except she had already caught up to him. Perhaps he should turn back? No, that would put him back inside the network of caves where she had found him in the first place. He didn’t want to die in there.

      A few minutes later, he emerged from the canyon onto hard-packed, sun-beaten clay only to find the shadow waiting for him. A hooded figure that stood with a knife clutched in one hand. “Did you really think you could outrun a bounty hunter?”

      Sal shut his eyes, tears leaking from them, streaming over his cheeks. “Please,” he whimpered. “Whatever they’re paying you, I’ll double it.”

      “With what money?”

      “I…I have gold.”

      The shadow strode forward, chuckling softly. “A little-known but easily-deduced fact about bounty hunters,” she said. “We can’t be bought. Because, you see, if I were to break the contract that set me after you simply because you offered more money – and I have serious doubts that you could make good on that promise – well, my reputation would be worthless. In fact, such a betrayal would impugn the dignity of all bounty hunters, and thus my brothers and sisters would have no choice but to hunt me down to clear their good names.”

      Snot dripped from Sal’s nose. His tears flowed freely, and his body trembled. “Please,” he mumbled, his voice cracking. “Please, I beg you not to do this.”

      “They all do in the end.”

      Sal turned and tried to run.

      A coin landed at his feet, and then he was pulled down to his knees, anchored to the ground by a force that he could not explain. His arms and legs felt so heavy. The lantern fell from his grip, glass shattering on impact. The flame was helpless before the wind’s terrible onslaught.

      The hooded figure held up her hand, and the ring around her finger began to glow, providing more light than ten lanterns could. Sal could see her as clearly as he would if the blazing sun hung overhead. Her footsteps were so light he could barely hear them. Somehow, she seemed to be unaffected by whatever held Sal pinned to the earth.

      With her free hand, she pulled back her hood to expose a pale face framed by curly, brown hair. Her large, dark eyes gave her a girlish quality. “You ran,” she said. “I hate it when they run. So, I’m going to have to make this as painful as possible.”

      “No!”

      She brandished the knife, its blade reflecting the light from her ring. “You have the honour of dying by the hand of Azra Vanya. Take comfort in that.”
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      Aladar was a city of shining light, a place of electric lamps and horseless carriages, a beacon of civilization. But its prison cells were the same as every other one Desa Kincaid had seen across the face of this continent. Three stone walls and a set of bars that cut her off from the cellblock. The only window was about the size of her palm and also blocked off by bars.

      Desa sat on a bench with her elbows on her thighs, covering her mouth with both hands. “Well,” she said. “This is quite the predicament.”

      “That’s all you have to say?”

      “Need I say anything more?”

      Miri stood with her back turned, one hand braced against the wall. The woman hung her head in frustration. “I don’t know,” she muttered. “Perhaps you could offer some suggestions as to how we get out of here.”

      A smile grew on Desa’s face, and she shook her head slowly. “After all our adventures,” she said, “you still have so little faith. By the way, I’ll need your belt.”

      Spinning around to face her with a scowl that could ignite dry kindling, Miri took one step forward. “Sweet Mercy!” she growled. “What in the name of all that’s holy are you gonna do with my belt?”

      “Just trust me.”

      Grumbling to herself, Miri undid her belt and yanked it free of the loops. “Here!” she said, thrusting the thing at Desa. “Anything else?”

      “Yes,” Desa replied. “I need you to distract the guard.”

      “And how exactly am I to do that?”

      Tilting her head back to study the other woman, Desa blinked a few times. “You have a quick wit,” she said. “I’m sure you’ll think of something.”

      Miri sighed and stalked off toward the bars, grabbing one in each hand. “Hello!” she called out to the guards at the end of the cellblock. “Might I have some water, please? You see, I was traveling for several days in the desert, and I…”

      Desa closed her eyes.

      Miri could handle the guards. The woman was a fast talker. Now, hopefully, those louts out there would focus on the loud-mouthed woman and not on the one sitting quietly. Centring her emotions, Desa reached out to the Ether.

      It came reluctantly – her mind was frantic after Adele’s betrayal – but years of training helped to put the anger aside. She focused, and the world broke apart into a sea of particles, all swirling and dancing around her. Only a few moments. That was all she needed.

      Desa began a Field Binding, building a lattice of energy in the molecules of Miri’s belt buckle and in one of the bars of their cell door. She was vaguely aware of a human-shaped collection of molecules stepping into view. The guard began chastising Miri.

      He wasn’t focused on Desa; she could tell. Now, if Miri could just keep him busy a few moments longer. The lattice grew as she Infused the metal with a connection to the Ether. Only a few moments more. She had to make sure her Infusions could release enough energy.

      “But you see,” Miri went on. “Dehydration leaves one vulnerable to all sorts of nasty pathogens. Pathogens that you lot might contract now that we're staying under your roof and all. So, in the interest of continued health – mine and yours – I highly recommend that you get me some water.”

      The guard rapped on the bars with his truncheon. “You’ll get your water when we decide to feed you,” he said. “Now, sit quiet and respectable like your friend there.”

      Desa had to suppress a smile.

      The Infusion was complete.

      She opened her eyes, clouds of molecules snapping together into solid objects. She saw the man on the other side of the cell door. He was a rough-looking fellow with tanned skin and a stubbly beard. “Both of you, stay quiet and still,” he said. “I’ll suffer no more trouble from either of you.”

      Sitting primly with hands folded on her lap, Desa smiled and shook her head. “Perish the thought,” she murmured. “Thank you, sir, for your kind indulgence of my friend’s difficulties.”

      With a grunt, the man turned on his heel and walked away.

      “Are you ready?” Desa asked Miri.

      The woman spun around, resting one hand on the bars and grimacing as if Desa had just spoken nonsense. “Ready for what?” she asked. “Whatever plan you’ve got, it better be a good one. They might show Marcus some respect, but Tommy…He’s an outsider.”

      Desa rose from her seat, stretching her arms above her head as she drew in a breath. “I suggest you move to the back of the cell,” she said. “And stay behind me.”

      Miri did as she was told, pacing to the small window in the back wall, turning around to stand under it with her arms folded. “Whatever you’re going to do…”

      Desa put herself in front of the other woman, lifting Miri’s belt as a shield. Then, with a thought, she triggered the Force-Sink in the buckle and the Force-Source in one of the cell door’s bars.

      An explosion of kinetic energy knocked the other bars off their mountings, energy that expanded into the cell and out into the cellblock, hurling bits of metal and debris. All of it came to an abrupt halt about two feet in front of Desa, bits of it hanging in the air.

      She heard the footsteps of guards running to check on the cacophony.

      Gritting her teeth, Desa seethed with anger. “Now it begins.”

      She ran out into the cellblock.

      One guard was coming toward her, his hand resting on a holstered pistol. He drew the weapon just as he got within arm’s reach of her.

      Desa swung the belt like a whip, its buckle lashing him across the cheek, stunning the man. He stumbled, clapping one hand over the wound.

      Spinning like a whirlwind, Desa lashed out again, the belt buckle striking the gun and tearing it out of his hand. The startled guard gasped as she came around to face him.

      A swift kick to his belly made him fold up on himself. Desa grabbed a fistful of his hair, yanked his head down and brought her knee up to smash his face. Down he went, crumpling to the floor in a heap.

      Three more guards appeared at the end of the cellblock.

      Falling over backwards, Desa rose into a handstand. She grabbed the fallen gun, flipped upright and pointed the weapon at her enemies. Drawing back the hammer with a click, she watched them hesitate.

      “Now,” Desa said. “You’re going to let us out of-”

      One of the guards surged forward.

      Dropping to one knee, Desa extended her arm with the gun pointed at him. She fired once, filling the cellblock with a thunderous roar. Her bullet pierced the man’s leg, and he fell flat on his face.

      The other two had their weapons up.

      Desa threw herself sideways, rolling into the open cell. She came up and backed away from the door, positioning herself beside Miri. “This is going to get ugly…”

      Miri had fists balled and teeth bared. There was fury in her eyes. “The next time I don’t have any faith in you,” she muttered, “feel free to give me a good slug in the gob.”

      “Noted.”

      Miri moved like a striking snake, pressing her back to the wall near the door. When the first guard appeared, thrusting his gun into the cell, she grabbed his outstretched arm with both hands and gave a twist. His weapon fell to the floor.

      Elbowing him in the face, Miri sent him careening into the wall on the other side of the cellblock. The final guard spun around the corner, lifting his weapon, firing blindly into the cell.

      One bullet whizzed past Desa’s ear, burrowing into the wall and sending bits of stone flying. Some of it grazed the back of her head.

      Miri brought her hand down on his wrist in a chopping motion. His fingers uncurled, and the pistol fell to land beside its twin. Miri was lightning quick. Her next chop hit his throat, producing a gurgling sound.

      Rounding on the man, she kicked him in the belly, then punched his face with one fist and then the other. Bloody and disoriented, he staggered. Miri seized two handfuls of his shirt and shoved him backwards.

      He fell on top of his partner.

      Dropping to a crouch, Miri picked up both pistols. She twirled one around her index finger, caught the grip and then pointed the smoking barrel up at the ceiling. “Yes, this will do.”

      “Let’s go.”

      Desa went out into the cellblock to find it blessedly free of guards. Well… free of guards that could pose a threat to her. One man was moaning on the floor, clutching his bleeding leg. Another was unconscious, sprawled out on his belly.

      As she strode through the corridor, Desa stooped to pick up the belt she had abandoned. She rose in one fluid motion and went to the door.

      “Tommy and Marcus? And that sheriff from Dry Gulch?”

      Closing her eyes, Desa took a moment to centre herself. She nodded slowly. “Grab the guard’s keys,” she muttered. “Kalia! Are you here?”

      “Back here!”

      The voice came from a cell at the far end of the block. Without hesitation, Desa turned and ran toward the sound. Miri tossed her the keys. Desa caught them without even looking and went to the door.

      She found the sheriff on the other side of the bars, staring at her with wide eyes. “What are we going to do?” Kalia asked.

      “We’re going to get out of here.”

      Shoving the key into the lock, Desa jiggled it a few times, and then the door slid open. Kalia stepped into the hallway, panting. The woman glanced this way and that as if she expected more guards to leap out from every shadow. Sweet Mercy, she might not be wrong.

      As they made their way out, Kalia retrieved the last fallen pistol. Now, they were all armed.

      Desa strode through the cellblock, flanked by both women. “All right,” she said with a curt nod. “If we're quick, we can escape without any more trouble.”

      “What about Tommy?” Miri demanded.

      “He’ll be in the men’s section,” Desa protested. “There’s no way we can get to him without running into more guards. And I’m out of Infusions. The best thing we can do is find someplace to hide while I create more.”

      Kalia went into their open cell, stood on her toes and placed a copper penny between two of the window bars. She came out and then pressed her body to the cellblock wall. “Stand clear.”

      Desa was about to ask what the other woman was planning, but she felt a stirring in the Ether, and then the cell’s back wall exploded, chunks of stone and metal flying out in all directions. The coin had been a Force-Source! Now there was a big hole in the wall.

      Bent over with hands on her knees, Desa looked up at the woman with the gaping mouth. “You know…” she stammered. “You know how to…”

      Kalia shut her eyes and shook her head in dismay. “I told you,” she said. “The Aladri aren’t the only ones who know how to Field Bind.”

      “I regret my arrogance…”

      “Let’s go.”

      The hole in the wall led out to an alley between the police station and the next building over. Even in the shade, the afternoon was hot. A cloudless, blue sky loomed overhead.

      Desa fell back against the alley wall, shutting her eyes and formulating a plan. “They’ll be on us in a moment.” The guards had to have heard that commotion. “I need time to make new weapons.”

      Jerking her head toward the street, Miri grunted. “No sense in staying here,” she muttered. “Let’s find ourselves some privacy.”

      They ran out to the sidewalk, pausing there. Kalia stood slack-jawed, taking in the sight of a paved road and lampposts that stood two stories high. A car came rumbling towards them, honking its horn as if the driver saw that they might thoughtlessly step into the street. Kalia leaped back with a squeak.

      Desa’s heart went out to the other woman; she had ridden in a horseless carriage last night when the police imprisoned them at the Prelate’s command. But riding in one and seeing one coming at you were two different things.

      Across the road, a red-bricked building with arch-shaped windows stood four stories high. Things were changing in Aladar; ten years ago, when Desa left on her adventure, automobiles had been a rarity, and electric lights were a pleasure reserved for those who could afford them. Now, both were becoming common.

      “Over there!” Miri said, pointing across the street.

      That seemed as good a direction as any.

      Together, they ran across the empty road, onto the opposite sidewalk. They ducked into another alley, slipping out of sight. A good thing too. Desa ventured one glance back the way they had come and saw three uniformed police officers coming out of the hole that Kalia had put in the wall.

      Hiding behind the red building, Desa sucked air into her lungs. “This will do,” she mumbled. “Yes, this will do.”

      There was a thin, wooden fence between this building and the one behind it. While the police might think to look in nearby alleys, they would search the street first. She only needed a few moments.

      Desa opened herself to the Ether, and the world became a place of dancing particles once again. She saw the collection of molecules that represented Kalia. The sheriff looked at her, eyebrows rising. “You can find it that quickly?”

      Desa said nothing. It was difficult to speak or move her body while she was in the Ether’s embrace. And she didn’t want to admit it, but ever since her time in the ancient city, finding the Ether was easier.

      The belt buckle was just simple brass again; the Force-Sink she had Infused was gone, used up absorbing the kinetic blast that had freed them from their cell. Now, she could make it into something new.

      Quickly, she made a new lattice between the buckle’s molecules, one attuned to gravity. She made sure to specify that it would only pull on things from one direction so that it wouldn’t affect her when she triggered it. She found a small rock on the ground, one that she could conceal in her hand, and she built a lattice inside that as well.

      The Ether showed her police officers fanning out in the street. They were searching for her. Only a few moments longer. She had to make the Infusions strong enough.

      “Almighty preserve us,” Kalia whispered. “She’s so fast…”

      “She’s one of the best Field Binders Aladar has ever known,” Miri replied.

      A bottle cap on the alley floor. Desa Infused that with a thirst for gravitational energy. Yes, that would do nicely. Now, she needed something to deal with the bullets. Of course! The shirt they had given her had metal buttons. She Infused two of them with a connection to the Ether. And the guns…

      She moved quickly from bullet to bullet, making a Heat-Sink, a Force-Source, and another Gravity-Source. Kalia and Miri… They would need protection as well.

      Out on the street, one of the officers was gesturing towards the nearby alleys. She was running out of time. Working as fast as she could, she chose Kalia’s belt buckle and one of the buttons on Miri’s blouse, making each one a Force-Sink. She gave each one a physical trigger so that its bearer could choose when to use it. Then she released the Ether.

      Opening her eyes, Desa took a moment to collect herself. She wiped sweat off her forehead with the back of one hand. “The third button on your shirt, Miri,” she said. “Tap it once if someone’s about to shoot at you. Tap it again when you’re out of danger. Kalia, for you, it’s your buckle.”

      Both women nodded.

      “I’ll keep the guards distracted,” Desa said. “The two of you go free Lommy… Tommy and Marcus. Wait until they’re busy shooting at me, and then make your move.”

      “Works for me,” Miri muttered.

      “Let’s go to work.”

      She picked up the pebble and the bottle cap, stuffing them both into her pocket. Giving the others one last nod, she slipped into the alley and moved cautiously toward the street. When she was close enough, she peered out from the shadows.

      There were three men in blue uniforms and billed caps standing in the middle of the road, looking this way and that, searching for any sign of her. All it would take was for one of them to glance in her direction.

      Desa fished the pebble out of her pocket.

      Tossing it into the street, she watched it land in the middle of the group of men. They looked down at it, bewildered. And then she triggered the Light-Sink that she had Infused into the rock.

      A patch of gloom, dark beneath the blazing afternoon sun, appeared in the middle of the road. All three men began shouting, crying out in surprise. Time to press her advantage

      Desa ran into their group.

      Once she was within range of her Light-Sink, the world around her seemed to darken. The sky above was now a deep, twilight-blue. The buildings were blocky shadows. Not total darkness, but it would do.

      The nearest man, a silhouette to her eyes, spun around at the sound of her footsteps. He tried to lift the pistol in his right hand.

      Desa swung the belt like a whip, striking his wrist with the buckle. His fingers uncurled, the revolver falling to the ground. Hissing in pain, he tried to advance on her. Desa whipped him again, lashing him across the cheek.

      The poor fool stumbled.

      With a thought, she killed the Light-Sink. Full brightness returned, and all three men winced, their eyes smarting. Desa’s eyes were sore as well, but she had learned to rely on her other senses.

      She kicked the man in front of her.

      He went staggering backward into one of his companions, and they both fell to the pavement. The third man rounded on her, baring teeth in the snarl. In an instant, he had his gun up and pointed at her. Desa activated her shirt buttons.

      CRACK!

      The bullet came to an abrupt halt right in front of her and fell to the ground a second later when she killed the Force-Sinks. She could see the shock on her enemy’s eyes, and she capitalized on it.

      Desa flung the belt out toward him, briefly pulsing the Gravity-Source that she had infused into the buckle. The policeman was yanked toward her, nearly falling over as he stumbled the few steps that were necessary to bring him within reach of her weapon.

      Desa whipped him across the face, leaving a red welt on his upper lip. Her next lash tore the gun right out of his hand. Then she sent the buckle into his groin for good measure. Squealing in pain, the poor fellow clutched his pelvis and fell to his knees.

      The other two were rising.

      One was down on all fours and pawing at the ground for the pistol he had lost. The other was standing up slowly, holding his weapon tight in one hand. He turned a hateful stare upon Desa.

      She triggered the Light-Sink, forcing it to drink as deeply as it could.

      This time, the world became a place of utter darkness. Pure black in all directions. The Sink wouldn’t last long, gobbling up light energy that quickly.

      Swift and silent, Desa moved off to her right to avoid being where the man had last seen her. The thunder of gunfire filled the air, and by the sound of a bullet ricocheting off bricks, she was fairly certain that the shot had gone into the alley.

      “Where is she?” one officer shouted.

      “I don’t know! I don’t know!”

      They were all breathing hard and moving awkwardly, feet scuffing on the pavement. It wasn’t difficult to estimate the position of each man. Desa crept up behind one of them.

      “Where is she? Where is she?”

      “Right here,” Desa whispered.

      She looped the belt over his head, pulling it tight over his throat. And then she yanked him backward onto his ass. A swift kick to the head knocked him senseless. She left the belt where it was.

      Triggering the Gravity-Sink in the bottle cap, Desa leaped and soared right over the remaining two men. At the apex of her jump, the Sink gave out, and the harsh light of day returned in full force.

      Allowing gravity to reassert a tiny fraction of its power, Desa landed a little ways up the street. She whirled around to find two uniformed men standing in the middle of the road, shielding strained eyes from the sun’s relentless assault. Now to end this while she had them distracted.

      Desa triggered the Gravity-Source in the belt buckle.

      Both men were pulled backward, falling hard on their backsides and skidding across the pavement toward their fallen companion. The legs kicked feebly. Their hands clawed for purchase, but they couldn’t escape. The discarded guns were drawn toward the belt as well. Not a good idea, putting her enemies and their weapons in the same spot, but she wouldn’t give them a chance to do her any harm.

      Finally, Desa killed both Source and Sink.

      She drew her own pistol, cocking the hammer, and then pointed it at the pile of men. “Easy now,” she said. “Nobody reaches for a weapon, and nobody gets hurt.”

      Desa closed her eyes, a fat bead of sweat rolling over her forehead. Her breathing was laboured, her body aching from the exertion. “Now,” she went on in a husky voice. “My friends and I are going to leave the city peacefully. All you have to do-”

      A whistling sound behind her.

      She turned around to find a man in billowing, yellow robes descending from the rooftop of a nearby building. He landed on the sidewalk with barely a sound and then rose to stand at full height.

      His face was hidden under a yellow hood. Even without the obvious use of Gravity-Sinks, Desa would have recognized the uniform and the sleek, metal staff of an Elite Guardian. “Desa Nin Leean,” he said. “You are charged with treason.”

      He began a slow, inexorable march into the middle of the road.

      Desa stood there with her mouth agape, blinking slowly as she tried to put a name to that voice. “Radavan?” she stammered. “Is that you?”

      He put himself in front of her, holding the staff out before himself in two hands as if he were a guard on a bridge who meant to bar her passage. “You are charged with treason,” he said again.

      Clenching her teeth, Desa shut her eyes tight. She shook her head with a growl. “I have done no treason,” she declared. “I’m trying to save this world. All of it. Aladar included.”

      “You will report to the Prelate,” he said.

      “Vengeance spit on my grave if I will.”

      Taking that as a sign that further talk was pointless, Radavan strode toward her with the staff in one hand. He pulled back his hood to reveal a pale face and a shaved head. “In the name of Aladar, I arrest you.”

      He stretched a beringed hand out toward her.

      Without warning, Desa was pulled forward. The sudden tug was so strong it ripped the gun right out of her grip. The butt end of that staff struck the side of her head, and then her vision was filled with silver stars. Reacting by instinct, she let herself fall over backward.

      She rose into a handstand, stretching her legs into the air, and then flipped upright. When her vision cleared, she saw Radavan coming at her with determination in his eyes. He thrust the staff at her face.

      Desa leaned to her right, the weapon flashing over her left shoulder. Her first instinct was to grab it and take it from him, but only a fool touched another Field Binder’s weapon. She retreated and waited for an opening.

      Radavan tried to take her legs out from under her.

      With a screech, Desa jumped and back-flipped through the air. She landed just in time to see the stubborn fool of a man bearing down on her, raising his weapon for yet another blow. He swung at her head.

      Desa ducked, allowing the staff to pass over her.

      He’s got reach. She fell onto her side, bracing one hand on the pavement, and kicked Radavan’s knee. He yelped.

      Curling up into a ball, Desa sprang off the ground and landed with her fists up in a guarded stance. “Listen to me!”

      Twirling the staff with expert skill, Radavan backed away to put some distance between them. He raised the weapon high and slammed it down onto the road, releasing a wave of kinetic force.

      The blast hit Desa like a tidal wave, throwing her backward. She landed on her bottom, groaning. That was why you never touched another Field Binder’s weapon. If he had triggered that Force-Source while she was holding the staff, she would have lost a hand. She somersaulted and came up in a crouch.

      Wiping her mouth with one hand, Desa squinted at him. “All right,” she said, rising. “You don’t want to talk? We don’t have to talk.”

      Radavan tossed the staff at her.

      It landed with a clatter right between her two feet. Instantly, Desa threw herself down on her belly and triggered the Force-Sinks in her buttons. The explosion of kinetic energy that should have hurled her four stories into the air was instead absorbed into the Ether. But the staff released more than her buttons could take.

      Desa was launched about five feet off the ground, and then she unceremoniously dropped to the pavement, bouncing like a stone. She pushed herself up on extended arms. Her head was swimming.

      She barely even felt it when the tip of Radavan’s staff found its way under her chin. He tilted her face up so that she was forced to stare into his eyes. There was nothing but grim resignation there. This man was as bad as Marcus. Worse.

      “You are no longer Desa Nin Leean. You forfeited any right that name when you left this place. No, you are Desa Kincaid now. And your skills have atrophied.”

      He thumped her on the head with the staff.

      Everything went dark.
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      A fog of confusion filled Desa’s mind, receding only reluctantly to be replaced with pain. Her head hurt, and the dizziness that came with that made her nauseous. The voices that were speaking somewhere nearby sounded as if they were coming from the depths of some ancient cave.

      The first pleasant sensation she experienced was the feeling of soft, red carpet beneath her. The walls of this room are also red, and its vaulted ceiling was supported by thick, golden pillars. She knew this place. The Prelate’s office.

      Desa was lying on her side, dressed only in gray pants and an undershirt that barely let her maintain modesty. Her short, brown hair was a mess, thin strands of it falling over her face. She tried to sit up.

      Tried and failed.

      “She’s awake,” someone said.

      Without thinking, she reached for the Ether and wrapped herself in its warm embrace. The world around her became a tempest of swirling particles. The walls, the chairs, the Prelate’s desk and the people surrounding it: each one a small galaxy of tiny molecules. There were three Elite Guardians in this room. Radavan was one. “She’s trying to Field Bind,” he barked.

      “Desa Nin Leean!” the Prelate snapped.

      Desa released her hold on the Ether, and the collection of molecules on the other side of the desk became a tall and willowy woman with a leathery face. Her gray hair was pulled back in a bun. Daresina Nin Drialla looked even more cantankerous than Desa remembered.

      Standing by the wall with his metal staff in the hand, his yellow robes seeming to hang off his body, Radavan sneered at her. “She’s released it,” he said. “You’re in no danger.”

      Desa realized that she could feel the Sinks and Sources that she had Infused earlier. They were somewhere to the south-west, several miles at least, and if her memory of the city’s layout was still accurate, it was a good bet that every single one of those weapons was sitting in a vault in the police station. Desa ordered them all to release their power at a glacial pace. At this rate, it would take the better part of two weeks for them to revert to ordinary objects, but if she couldn’t have them back, it was best to defuse them. An Infused weapon was like a drawn bowstring: tense and ready to release its power at the slightest provocation. Her sudden death might trigger any one of those devices.

      “Desa Nin Leean!”

      Covering her face with one hand, Desa rubbed her eyelids with the tips of her fingers. “I heard you the first time.” She looked up, blinking. “Frankly, I’m surprised you didn’t put me back in that cell.”

      Daresina sat behind her desk with arms folded. Her mouth was twisted like she had forgotten to add sugar to her lemonade. “Would it do any good?” the Prelate countered. “You would only make another escape attempt.”

      Radavan’s wolfish grin made Desa shiver. “Leave her with us,” he suggested. “The Elite Guard knows how to deal with one such as her.”

      “Is that really necessary?”

      Desa froze.

      She had not realized that Marcus was present, but his voice was unmistakable. One glance around the room, and she found him standing by the door with the wide brim of his hat pulled low over his eyes. He still wore the dungarees and brown jacket that he had donned during their journey.

      The others were here as well.

      Kalia was on her knees, staring into her lap with lips pursed. There was an ugly, purple bruise on her cheek. For some reason, that made Desa very angry.

      Tommy was in the corner, doing his best not to look at anyone, and Miri was next to him. Unlike everyone else, she seemed to be uninterested in what the Prelate had to say. She just kept close to Tommy and whispered comforting things in his ear.

      “It’s clear,” Daresina began, “that you cannot be trusted as you were tasked with bringing Desa home, and you betrayed that charge.”

      Contact with the Ether accelerated the body’s natural healing process. Desa would need an hour at least in its embrace to recover completely from her injuries, but those brief few seconds had given her enough lucidity to carry on this conversation.

      Drawing breath through her open mouth, Desa shut her eyes and tried to keep her voice steady. “He had some good reasons for doing so,” she said. “There is something dangerous out there.”

      The Prelate sniffed.

      Hunching over her desk, she rested her elbows on its surface and balanced her chin atop laced fingers. “Oh yes,” she mocked. “This mysterious force you keep speaking of. This creature from beyond the confines of our universe…”

      Her tone betrayed more than skepticism.

      “All of it is true,” Desa said. “And everyone here will tell you the same.”

      “You will forgive me,” Daresina replied, “if I don’t find your new friends to be the most credible witnesses.”

      Tommy perked up at that, pulling away from Miri and striding across the room, planting himself right in front of the desk. His blue eyes were as hard as diamonds. “Seems to me that simple logic would mark our words true,” he said. “How do you think we arrived in Aladar?”

      “By ship or by train.”

      “And yet we just happened to show up in your temple? No one saw us come into town? No one made us go through customs? Is your bureaucracy really that incompetent? Or is there more going on here than meets the eye?”

      Desa blinked.

      When had Tommy developed such a backbone?

      Daresina was focused on him now, shaking her head slowly as she considered his questions. “I am sure there are perfectly rational explanations,” she said. “Explanations that are far more plausible than claims of some mysterious force transporting you across the face of the continent.”

      Desa seated herself in a cushioned chair, crossing one leg over the other and facing the Prelate with as much serenity as she could manage while she was trapped in the grip of dizziness. “A month ago, I told you that we need Field Binders,” she said. “Since then, the situation has become more dire.”

      She leaned forward, squinting at the other woman. “Our people are not the first ones to discover Field Binding,” she said. “There is an abandoned city in the desert, about a day’s ride south of Dry Gulch. They have technologies there that surpass anything we have ever created.”

      “Are you saying we should send an expedition?”

      “I’m saying that Bendarian tried to use those technologies to rip a hole in the Ether. He tried, but I stopped him. Unfortunately, a companion of ours – Adele Delarac from Ofalla – managed to succeed where Bendarian failed. She created a rip in the Ether, and something came through it. It claimed Adele as a host.”

      “A truly fascinating story.”

      “This is not a game!” Desa hissed. “This is not a tale I’ve invented to impress travelers around a fire.”

      Marcus strode forward, set his jaw and stared down the Prelate. “I have seen this thing with my own eyes,” he said. “Its power is unimaginable.”

      “It seems to warp the very laws of reality.”

      Planting elbows on the arms of her chair, Daresina regarded them over steepled fingers. “Say I believe you,” she began. “What would you have me do?”

      “Send Field Binders with me. They have the best chance of stopping this thing.”

      “So, you’re planning to leave again?”

      Desa stood up and immediately regretted it. A wave of dizziness nearly took her feet out from under her. “I don’t see that I have much choice,” she replied. “This thing has to die.”

      Daresina’s eyebrows tried to climb up her forehead. “Impressive,” she said. “Ten short years among the mainlanders have taught you to solve every problem with violence.”

      “Well, perhaps we could make peace with it,” Miri suggested. “Hello, Mr. Cosmic Entity. Would you mind terribly if we ask you to stop rewriting the laws of our universe? Thank you ever so kindly.”

      Radavan had one hand braced against the wall, and his patronizing grin made Desa want to punch him. His soft laughter was even worse. “Forgive my intrusion,” he cut in. “But if this thing is so powerful, how do you plan to kill it?”

      “It is currently in possession of Adele’s body,” Desa explained. “Every time we attacked her, the entity defended itself, unwilling to risk harm to that body. Which leads me to believe that it needs a vessel and that the body it chooses is still vulnerable to physical harm.”

      “So,” Daresina replied, “you will kill an innocent woman to defeat this creature.”

      Clenching her teeth, Desa hissed air through them. She shook her head slowly. “Adele is anything but innocent,” she growled. “She welcomed this thing into her body. She made her choice, and now she can pay for it.”

      Betrayal did not sit well with Desa Kincaid. The frenzy of the last few days had prevented her from indulging in some much-needed introspection, but she realized that her blood boiled every time Adele entered her thoughts. She would put a bullet in that treasonous woman: that much was certain.

      Perhaps…Perhaps…Desa didn’t want to admit it, but it stood to reason that some of her anger had come out of the fact that a small part of her had started to believe all that talk about soulmates. Fool’s talk, all of it. She should have known better than to let herself get carried away by flights of fancy. Like a girl half her age.

      Daresina was silently watching all of them. Desa could see that she wasn’t sure what to make of any of this, but while the Prelate might be set in her ways, she wasn’t completely closed-minded. “You’re free to go,” she said at last. “Though I would ask that you remain within the city for a period of at least one week so that we may speak more on what you have shared today.”

      Tommy stood in front of the desk with his eyes downcast. His face was pale, but he licked his lips and spoke words that Desa would have never expected. “Madam,” he began. “I would like permission to visit your libraries.”

      “For what purpose?”

      “To learn more about your history.”

      Daresina shut her eyes, nodding slowly as she considered his request. “I see no harm in that,” she said. “Perhaps, young man, you will speak with me as well. So that I may learn more about the world beyond my borders.”

      

      Setting his hat atop his head, Tommy pulled the brim down to shield his eyes. “That went about as well as could be expected,” he said. “Half thought she might order us executed, myself.”

      Miri joined him on the top step of the Hall of the Synod, standing tall with her hands clasped behind her back. She wore a smile that made him want to kiss her. “Oh, old Daresina’s not as bad as all that.”

      They stood between two pillars that supported an overhanging roof. At least a dozen stone steps led down to an open area where a round fountain sprayed water into the air, and beyond that, a paved road like nothing Tommy had ever seen was filled with those strange horseless carriages.

      There were buildings on the other side of the street, tall buildings made of white brick. At least three or four stories high each. When Desa had told him about the wonders of Aladar, he had pictured many things, but this exceeded even his wildest expectations.

      He began his quick trek down the stairs, his brown duster flapping against the backs of his legs. “Guess you have to take me to the library,” he said, glancing back over his shoulder. “Got a lot to learn.”

      Miri was right behind him, shaking her head with a rueful smile. “See, that’s what I love about you, Lommy,” she said. “Always eager to fill your mind with new facts and ideas and philosophies.”

      She was mimicking his style of speaking, the rougher dialect you heard in the outer villages near Sorla. Tommy wondered if she was doing it on purpose – Miri prided herself on her ability to blend in – or if it was just another sign of affection.

      Desa and Marcus were still at the top of the stairs, standing between two of those fat, round pillars and facing each other with grim expressions. What exactly were they talking about? Something to do with the entity that Adele Delarac had unleashed, no doubt. He felt a mix of emotions at the sight of his mentor. Just one day ago, they had been in Dry Gulch. Miri had been trying to make him sort out his difficulties with Desa. He still wasn’t sure how he felt about her killing Sebastian. But it was amazing what twenty-four hours could do to change one’s outlook.

      The fact was Sebastian had been a dangerous man. Treacherous and deceitful. There was just no denying that. And it seemed they had much bigger problems on their hands.

      Scratching his forehead with the knuckle of his index finger, Tommy grunted. “Knew we shouldn’t have taken that priss along with us,” he said. “Rich girl like that is nothing but trouble.”

      “She said she could help us find Bendarian.”

      “Yeah, but only so she could take the power he wanted for herself.”

      Miri nodded curtly, and Tommy smiled. Whatever he felt for her was no less complex than anything else he had been feeling over the last few weeks. But he could say one thing for Miri Nin Valia: she had a talent for seeing through to the heart of an issue.

      Tommy went down on one knee in front of the fountain, dipped his hands into the water and splashed it over his face. “Don’t suppose they’ll give us rooms,” he muttered. “Someplace we could freshen up. I haven’t had a decent bath since Thrasa.”

      He looked up to find people sitting on benches on either side of him. There was a dark-skinned woman in a purple dress and a pale fellow who wore black suspenders over his white shirt. There were children as well: a young boy and girl, both with sandy hair and wide eyes. And they were all watching him.

      Tommy felt heat in his face that had nothing to do with the sun’s glare. “I just named myself a country bumpkin, didn’t I?”

      Miri came up behind him, resting her hand on his shoulder. Then, to his surprise, she fell to her knees and washed her face with the bubbling water as well. “Don’t pay them any mind, Lommy,” she said. “You’re more civilized than half the men in this city.”

      

      Leaning against the pillar with her arms folded, Desa frowned at Marcus. “And that’s it?” she said, her eyebrows rising. “We just stay here and enjoy the comforts of home while Adele does Mercy alone knows what?”

      Marcus had his back pressed to the next pillar over, and his eyes were focused on the ground under his boots. “We have no idea where she is,” he insisted. “She seems to be able to travel hundreds of miles in the blink of an eye.”

      “Your point?”

      When Marcus looked up at her, his face was as hard as granite. “At least here,” he began, “we have the assembled knowledge of our people. For once, Tommy seems to have done something useful. He had the right idea about the libraries.”

      Desa paced through the space between the pillars, stopping next to Marcus. Her head drooped with the weight of her fatigue. “I know almost everything our people have ever discovered about Field Binding,” she hissed. “Believe me when I tell you that there is nothing in those books that we can use against Adele.”

      “Not Adele.”

      Desa opened her mouth to protest but quickly snapped it shut again. Annoying as he was, Marcus was right. Whatever had taken residence in Adele’s body was not Adele herself. Though remnants of her seemed to remain. Perhaps that was a weakness they could exploit.

      “You should visit your mother,” Marcus grunted.

      A stab of pain – like a blade slammed right through her heart – made Desa tense up and shiver. Her mother. Ten years had passed since she had fled the city in pursuit of Bendarian. She hadn’t left a note or any explanation. Would Leean even want to see her after all that?

      “There’s one way to find out,” Marcus said as if reading her thoughts.

      Trembling as a chill ran down her spine, Desa scrunched up her face. “You’re right,” she muttered. “The odds of my mother forgiving me after all this time are…not good. But a small chance becomes no chance if I leave again without even visiting her.”

      “Do you want me to go with you?”

      “No,” Desa grumbled. “There are some things we have to do on our own.”
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      The horseless carriage rolled smoothly along the wide, black road. Well…More smoothly than a horse and buggy would. From his position in the back seat, Tommy gazed out the window and watched the buildings scrolling past. They were so tall, and they came in a variety of colours. Some were pressed together without an inch of space between them; others stood on their own. He noticed elaborate architecture that rivaled even some of what he had seen in Ofalla. What a marvelous city!

      His own reflection stared back at him, barely visible in the glass.

      He felt his lips curl into a smile, then leaned forward until his forehead bumped the window. “If you had told me, just three months ago, that a device like this was possible, I would have said you were crazy.”

      Miri was next to him, sitting with hands folded in her lap. He wasn’t used to the sight of her in a dress, and especially not one made of thin, blue cotton that left her shoulders bare. “There’s a wide world out there beyond the confines of your little village.”

      “I wish I had seen it sooner.”

      The driver watched them with a skeptical frown.

      Once again, Tommy clamped his mouth shut. It seemed that every time he spoke, he said something that revealed his lack of sophistication. That shouldn’t bother him – it certainly didn’t bother Miri – but it did.

      Earlier this morning, the two of them had met with Desa, Marcus and Kalia to discuss their plans. Tommy had tried to convince the sheriff to join them on this trip – she deserved to see Aladar as much as anyone – but she was committed to going with Desa on some errand they wouldn’t speak about.

      Miri put her hand on his thigh.

      Pressing a fist to his mouth, Tommy shut his eyes and cleared his throat. “Well,” he began in a hoarse voice. “Do you think that the library will have many books on Field Binding?”

      “This is Aladar, Lommy,” Miri replied. “If there is one subject that you will find thoroughly documented in our libraries, it’s Field Binding.”

      The carriage went around a corner, onto a curving street that encircled a bronze statue of a man on horseback. There were other carriages driving beside them. Some went down other streets that branched off from the circle.

      Tommy breathed slowly, grief tying his insides in knots. “If only Lenny could see this,” he muttered. “Maybe it would finally open his eyes.”

      The look that Miri gave him was full of sadness. “You miss your brother?” she asked softly.

      “Yes,” he answered. “And no. Lenny would never accept me for who I was. Not back in Sorla, anyway. But sometimes I think that if he could see how little he understood the wider world…”

      Miri leaned in close to kiss his cheek, and when she pulled away, a slow smile grew on her face. “Perhaps we could go back for him, one day,” she suggested. “Maybe he’ll come with us to see the great city.”

      “I’m worried that he might take to all this the same way Sebastian did.”

      “Do you think so?”

      Tommy shuddered as he considered the question. Unconsciously, his hands gripped the fabric of his parents until his knuckles whitened. “He was willing to see me executed simply for loving another man,” he said. “Forgive my bluntness, but I’m not holding onto hope.”

      For a little while, they sat in silence, which was just fine with Tommy. He was content to just enjoy the scenery. They were now traveling down a narrow street lined with white-bricked townhouses with flat roofs. Most of them had a little garden in the front yard, and even the smallest was twice the size of his father’s home.

      When they finally reached the library, Tommy got out of the carriage and found himself face-to-face with a building that he could only describe as majestic. It was massive with a white façade and two large wings that took up most of a city block. The heavy, wooden door was nestled into the middle of an arch-shaped entryway.

      Tommy ascended the steps slowly, reaching up to remove his hat. He sighed. “If I felt like a country bumpkin before…” he muttered under his breath.

      At his side, Miri moved gracefully, and her smile was so bright it rivaled the sun. “You know, it’s nice to see you like this,” she said. “The whole time we’ve known each other, it’s been one desperate chase after another. It’s nice to see you happy.”

      Tommy opened the door and stepped into a huge lobby where thick pillars supported a vaulted ceiling. The white floor tiles were polished to a shine. On the far side of the room, a gray-haired man with spectacles over his eyes sat behind a wooden desk.

      Tommy hesitated, then forced himself to approach.

      The clerk looked up to blink at him through lenses that reflected the light. “Yes?” he said. “Can I help you?”

      “I’m looking for books on Field Binding.”

      The clerk narrowed his eyes as he studied Tommy. Grunting, he stood up for an even closer inspection. “Forgive my impertinence,” he said, “but you look like a foreigner. We usually don’t share such knowledge with outsiders.”

      Miri stepped up beside him, resting a hand on Tommy’s shoulder, and though her smile was still bright, it promised…something. Not pain exactly. But there was no doubt in Tommy’s mind that it was in the clerk’s best interest to go along with whatever she wanted. “He has special permission from the Prelate.”

      The clerk was unconvinced as he glanced from Miri to Tommy and back again. “I shall need to see this permission, of course.”

      Tommy produced a folded-up sheet of paper from his satchel and handed it to the other man. When the fellow opened it, he saw that it was stamped and notarized with the Prelate’s seal of office clearly visible.

      The old man’s brow furrowed, and then he lowered the paper to stare at them with his mouth hanging open. “Well,” he stammered at last, “this seems to be in order. You will find what you need in the eastern wing, third floor.”

      

      The heavy tome that Tommy had set atop his wooden table had a musty scent and pages that had turned yellow with age. He flipped through them with the utmost care. It wasn’t as if he thought they might crumble at his touch, but he would not risk harm to something so ancient.

      Most of the text was in Old Aladri, which made it indecipherable to Tommy. Fortunately, Miri was able to translate. Learning languages – even dead languages – was part of her training with the Ka’adri.

      They sat together in the light of an arch-shaped with gray muntin separating the individual panes. The small table they shared was hidden behind multiple stacks of books just like the one that now sat in front of him.

      Pursing her lips, Miri scanned the page, her eyes flicking back and forth. “This one is about the proper techniques of concentration,” she explained. “The state of mind that one must be in to commune with the Ether.”

      Tommy slouched in his chair, pressing the heels of his hands to his eyes. A groan escaped him despite his efforts to restrain it. “Just like all the others,” he lamented. “So far, we haven’t found anything that we couldn’t learn from Mrs. Kincaid.”

      Miri chuckled.

      Sometimes Tommy still slipped into his habit of referring to Desa with a formal title. Well, he had been raised to be polite, and that was all there was to it.

      Snuggling up, Miri closed her eyes and rested her head on his shoulder. “So, what exactly are you looking for?” she murmured. “If you’re thinking about continuing your studies without Desa’s tutelage, I would advise against it. You’re not that advanced yet.”

      “I’m looking for some indication of what might have happened in that ancient city,” Tommy replied. “From what Desa told us, Bendarian spoke of another force, an antithesis to the Ether, you might say.”

      “And you think my ancestors knew something of this other force?”

      Clamping a hand over his mouth, Tommy tapped his cheek with one finger. “If anyone did,” he muttered into his palm, “it would have been the people who spent centuries learning everything there was to know about the Ether.”

      The sound of footsteps made him tense up – and he couldn’t suppress a moment of elation at the realization that he was becoming more observant – but it had no effect on Miri. No doubt she heard them as clearly as he had, but from what he understood of the Ka’adri, Miri was something of a spy. And he had seen first-hand that she could take care of herself. He shivered at the memory of those gray people in Thrasa.

      A young man stepped out from between two stacks, a tall and handsome fellow with a coppery complexion and chestnut-brown hair that he wore parted in the middle. “I didn’t realize there was anyone back here,” he said. “I heard voices, and I thought it best to check.”

      “You’re one of the librarians?” Tommy inquired.

      “Indeed,” the young man replied. “Dalen Von Sasorin at your service.” He had a strong Aladri accent, a lilt even more pronounced than anything Tommy had heard from either Miri or Marcus. And of course, Desa must have lost her accent years ago.

      Tommy rose from his chair and thrust out his hand. The other men took it after only a moment of hesitation and gave it a firm shake. “Thomas Smith,” he said. “I was hoping you could tell me where I might find some of your earliest texts on Field Binding.”

      “Well, the earliest texts are nearly two thousand years old.”

      “Do you have them here?”

      Dalen eased himself into a chair, sitting with his hands on his thighs. He leaned forward and regarded Tommy for a very long moment. “We do,” he admitted almost reluctantly. “But they aren’t available to the public.”

      “I have permission from the Prelate.”

      “It won’t do any good,” Dalen said. “Even Daresina Nin Drialla can’t authorize access to those documents. It would take nothing less than the approval of the entire Synod.”

      “And if the information that we need is in there?”

      “What exactly are you trying to find?”

      “Specifically, I want to know how your people discovered Field Binding.” He wasn’t sure what drew him to that subject; it was more of a hunch than anything else. But it seemed to him that when people were still learning the basic theory, they might be more willing to experiment. Something had alerted Bendarian to the presence of this other force. Which meant that it was possible to discover it using the same methods that one employed when communing with the Ether.

      “Our people discovered Field Binding long before we ever came to Aladar,” Dalen said. “Records from that time are spotty at best.”

      “All right,” Tommy said. “What about holy books?”

      He noticed Miri watching him with avid fascination. He wasn’t sure what it was about a simple information inquiry that had her so enraptured, but it made him blush.

      “Holy books?” Dalen asked.

      With a heavy sigh, Tommy shuffled over to the window. He turned his face up to it, allowing the warm sunlight to fall upon his skin. “Your people have been practicing Field Binding for centuries,” he said. “It’s bound to have some religious significance.”

      Dalen was nodding as if everything that had come out of Tommy’s mouth was just plain, common sense. “Of course!” he exclaimed. “We have many copies of the Tharan Vadria.”

      “Excellent,” Tommy said. “Let’s start with that.”

      

      “That one,” Desa said, pointing to a bracelet on a blue cushion. It was nothing fancy. Just a thin band of steel or iron; she couldn’t tell which by sight alone. But it was cheap, and that was what mattered.

      This jeweler’s shop in Aladar’s eastern quarter was blessedly cool. A welcome reprieve after over an hour of walking in the hot sun. The walls were painted a soft blue, and there were display cases positioned along every one. One contained rings of gold, each marked by an emerald or ruby or some other stone. Another contained necklaces forged from other precious metals. Some silver, some gold. Desa wanted another necklace, but she would not waste money on anything ornate.

      The jeweler, a bald man with a face darkened by stubble, looked up to favour her with a quizzical stare. “That one, ma’am?” he asked. “It’s not a quality piece. I’m sure I can find something better that is still within your price range.”

      Desa wore tan pants and a blue shirt that she left untucked, its buttons done up all the way to her neck. Her bob of short, brown hair was a mess. With her accent at least five years gone, there was nothing to mark her as Aladri.

      That was why it must have been a shock to the man when Desa lifted her hand and pulsed the Light-Source in her ring. “It’s metal, and it’s cheap,” she said. “That’s all I need.”

      “Say no more, ma’am. I can offer you a Field Binder’s discount.”

      “Field Binder’s discount,” Kalia murmured behind her.

      Desa felt her lips curl into a small smile. She bowed her head to the shopkeeper. “That won’t be necessary, sir.” Her talents had not been employed in the service of Aladar for over a decade. She had no right the boons that came from such service.

      The jeweler clasped his hands together behind his back and then offered a shallow bow. “As you say, ma’am,” he replied. “Is there anything else you might like?”

      “Do you have another bracelet like that one?”

      “Several more, ma’am.”

      Desa twisted around to find Kalia standing in the middle of the shop with her eyes about ready to fall out of their sockets. The other woman was transfixed by the wealth that surrounded her. “Then I will take one for my friend as well,” Desa said.

      “Very good, ma’am.”

      By the time they had finished, Desa had purchased an iron necklace and several more rings as well. She had to pay for it all with Aladri currency that she had borrowed from Marcus. Knowing him, he wouldn’t come to collect any time soon. In fact, he might forget the debt entirely, but it still irked her. Her own coins had melted when that strange entity took possession of Adele. As had every other piece of metal on her person. And besides, foreign money wouldn’t be worth much here.

      When they were back out on the street, the hot sun assaulted her. It was a muggy afternoon, and the heat was oppressive. She felt sweat plastering her shirt to her back.

      The street they were on ran down a gentle slope toward the rippling waters of the ocean. From the top of the hill, Desa could see all the way to the eastern horizon. There were only a few clouds in the sky.

      They walked in silence for a time, passing a small market where men and women sold fish that had come in on boats that went out this morning. Many of them kept their wares cool with Heat-Sinks provided by Field Binders.

      The docks were mostly empty, but there were a few metal ships in the harbour. Kalia gasped at the sight of those and muttered a prayer to her Almighty. Desa chuckled but made no comment. Gulls swooped low over the water, some scooping up small fish.

      Being here brought back memories and emotions that Desa had buried long ago. She was thirty, but the sights and sounds of Aladar made her feel like an adolescent girl again. And that let her ignore the heaviness in her heart for a few minutes.

      “It wasn’t your fault, you know,” Kalia said.

      Desa stood on the dock with her fists clenched, a salty breeze ruffling her hair. “I trusted her,” she growled. “Even when every instinct told me not to, I gave Adele the benefit of the doubt. How is it not my fault?”

      “Why did you do that?”

      A tear slid down Desa’s cheek as she gazed out on the water. “I don’t know,” she muttered. “I suppose it’s because I believe we all deserve a chance to prove ourselves. And maybe I was feeling guilty for killing Sebastian.”

      Kalia made very little noise as she stepped up beside Desa. The woman wore a thoughtful frown as she gazed out on the ocean. “Is it at all possible that you trusted Adele because you were in love with her?”

      “Oh, that was part of it,” Desa agreed. “But it was infatuation more than love. Perhaps, if things had gone differently, it could have blossomed into something more. But when I look within my heart, I find that I never really felt safe with Adele. There was always a part of me that insisted on keeping my guard up. I should have listened to that part of me.”

      Kalia put a hand on Desa’s arm. “If you ask me, this is something we do far too often,” she said. “When someone betrays us, we blame ourselves for trusting them in the first place. In doing so, we imply that it’s better to not trust. And I don’t want to live in a world where trust is foolish.”

      Desa couldn’t suppress her small smile or the blush that singed her cheeks. “You’ve thought a lot about this,” she said. “The sheriff philosopher.”

      “I live in a small trading outpost in the middle of the desert,” Kalia replied. “There’s not a lot to do.”

      “Well, then let me show you a city full of activity.”

      

      It had been years since Miri last read the Tharan Vadria – she wasn’t exactly a religious person – and flipping through those pages brought up some childhood memories she would rather not think about. The clerics had always considered her to be a most unteachable student. She wasn’t sure what Tommy hoped to find in her people’s holy text, but she had come to realize that he had a shrewd mind. So, she would help if she could.

      Miri stood between two long bookshelves with a leather-bound copy of the text in hand, frowning as she read through it. “Here’s something,” she murmured. “The story of Len and the Great March.”

      Her words fell on deaf ears.

      At the end of the corridor that ran between the bookshelves, Tommy and Dalen sat in two wooden chairs, facing one another. A massive window spilled light into the room, leaving both men as little more than silhouettes to Miri’s eyes. “No, no, no,” Dalen insisted. “The text is quite clear. It was Mercy who led our people north through the jungle.”

      “Yes,” Tommy replied. “I’m aware of what the text says. But my question remains. How would a primitive man, someone for whom a simple spear is a marvel of technology, distinguish between a god and a powerful Field Binder?”

      Dalen sat forward with his elbow on his thigh, resting his chin on the knuckles of his closed fist. “I would have loved to have had you in the university,” he said. “You’d give Professor Loran a challenge.”

      “My question?” Tommy pressed.

      “Well, if you’re taking the text as literal history,” Dalen began, “that’s probably a mistake. Most scholars agree that the Tharan Vadria was never intended to be a historical record.”

      It seemed silly, but Miri couldn’t ignore the little flutter in her belly. Those two had been wrapped in serious discussion for the better part of an hour. There were moments when it seemed as if both men had completely forgotten her presence. She found herself presented with the uncomfortable revelation that she might just be falling in love with Tommy. Not a simple infatuation, but a real connection. For the first time in a very long time, she felt jealousy, and she didn’t like it one bit.

      She tried to put the thought out of her mind. They would not be staying in Aladar very long, and it was very unlikely that Dalen would come with them. In a week, she would have Tommy to herself again. That should have been comforting; so, why did it leave her feeling empty inside?

      Miri marched through the space between the shelves, approaching the two of them and thrusting her book at Tommy. He flinched, recoiling as if he thought she might smack him with it. “Len and the Great March,” she said. “He offers some very vivid descriptions of Mercy.”

      Tommy stared at her, his face as pale as snow. Eventually, he forced his eyes shut and gave his head a shake. “Thank you,” he mumbled. “I’m sure that will be helpful.”

      Miri dropped the book in his lap, and that made him jump.

      Without another word, she turned and stomped out of the room. There was little she could do here anyway.
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